Everyday, lactation consultants serve as catalysts for change. We counsel and empower women to overcome breastfeeding challenges, instruct our colleagues and other health professionals about the latest research and evidence-based practice, and advise policy makers who wish to promote, protect, and support breastfeeding in institutions and governments worldwide. In these troubled times, it is harder to effect change because our message is only one of many vying for the public's attention. Many of us may feel we are not being heard. In our zeal for helping others, we may assume that we need to communicate more aggressively. However, with so many loud and aggressive messages in today's world, it is not likely that such techniques will work. Rather, it is a time to listen more carefully to the concerns of those we intend to help, to gain a better understanding of their needs and perceptions so that we can more effectively target our messages.
We know that breastfeeding is the optimal infantfeeding method and passionately want to help mothers who are indifferent to breastfeeding or find it overwhelming. Despite prenatal education and postnatal guidance and support, many mothers quit breastfeeding or give supplementary formula in the first few days postpartum. It is easy to believe that more education is necessary and that we should increase our efforts, yet working harder is not always the solution. Rather than assuming that we understand mothers' motivations, it is better to listen to what they have to say about their circumstances-to all of what they have to say.
It may be useful to do some self-evaluation. Do you allow a mother to finish when she tells you she cannot breastfeed because she is returning to work? Do you ask her about her work environment, her position in the organization, the atmosphere around her? Do you let a woman who has started to supplement her infant because she "doesn't have enough milk" describe clearly how she arrived at that conclusion, or do you dismiss her concerns and list statistics about adequate numbers of diapers? When a mother tells you she wants her husband to get up and feed the infant so she can sleep, do you allow her to tell you how interrupted sleep affects her?
It is hard to be silent when you know that a mother is misinformed or misguided. When you listen carefully, you can fully understand her perceptions or circumstances and you have the greatest chance of responding in a way that can change her view.
In surveys and focus groups, lactation consultants have expressed concerns about how difficult it is to train other health professionals. Lactation consultants complain that providers do not attend trainings or are openly dismissive of the material presented. The inability to train providers is all the more frustrating because such training can make an enormous difference in hospitals or in medical offices when mothers seek assistance. Many of us believe we know "how things should be done" to assist mothers and babies, yet we meet resistance when we try to share our knowledge. When you design trainings, however, are you listening carefully to the needs of your target audience?
Do you listen when hospital nurses express concerns about the time it takes for lactation support? Do you let providers share that they don't want mothers to "feel guilty" when they can "see that lactation is not going to work" for some mothers? Do you allow them to discuss their own experiences and alternative ways to support mothers and families that differ from your own views? Today's nurses are stressed and overburdened. Your requests to add further responsibilities may be overwhelming. If the nurses believe that you are naive about their environment, it is unlikely they will implement your ideas.
Do you listen to other health care providers when they complain that they cannot complete a breastfeeding assessment when they have tight clinic schedules? Do you let them share what they have read or heard in journals or from industry representatives before you dismiss the information as tainted? If you do not allow your participants to express their knowledge and views, however heretical in your mind, they will struggle with accepting yours. Industry representatives learned that long ago.
In today's economical and security-conscious climate, policy makers' decisions have become complex and often heart wrenching. Decisions must be made everyday to deny one important project so that another may proceed. Most of us realize that breastfeeding support is not often considered to be among the highest priorities. Before meeting with policy makers within your institution and government, you should carefully review written documents and communications that delineate institutional and governmental beliefs and policies. Before you apply for funding or demand organizational change, it is important that you are thoroughly familiar with organizational culture and policies as well as any political and financial constraints that may be on the policy makers' minds.
Your understanding of the views of those in leadership positions will allow you to show how breastfeeding is already part of the priorities of the organization and how change can reasonably be implemented.
Listening constructively can be a challenge, especially when the speaker is saying things that you know are wrong or that you believe may negatively influence others. However, many general counseling principles apply to all forms of communication, and these principles may serve as a guide. Here are just a few:
1. Be prepared. Be fully aware of the facts that you may need for the meeting, instructional session, or discussion. Practice listening and communicating your ideas with someone you trust. 2. Wait until the person completely finishes speaking before you speak. Take notes if you are concerned that you will forget points that should be addressed. Make it clear with your body language that you intend to respond. 3. If it is culturally appropriate, maintain eye contact and use your body language to indicate that the speaker has your full attention. 4. Begin your response by paraphrasing or quoting what you heard the speaker say. For example, "I heard you say that only a few families would participate in the program. However . . . ." Allow for interruptions and be willing to clarify (respectfully) if necessary. 5. Be sensitive to changes in expression and body language in the person to whom you are speaking, and ask for feedback if you sense that your message is being misunderstood. 6. Follow up verbally or in writing after your interaction to make sure that your message was completely clear. You must listen carefully to those whom you wish to counsel, instruct, or advise or you might find yourself dismissed or ignored. You might even obstruct efforts to bring about change. When familiar methods to bring about change do not bring the desired results, it is time to reexamine those methods and look for alternatives. If you do not see the need to listen to others before you tell them how best to act, be assured that marketing professionals and industry representatives will do so, making your job even harder.
